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BIOGRAPHY & SOCIOLOGY: Berger on Religion as Choice rather than Fate 
Samuel Heilman  
Peter Ludwig Berger, whose life and work I wish to recall here, was my teacher at 
the New School and a sociologist who wrote about – among other topics – modernity 
and its effect on the changing nature of pluralism, religion, as well as the impact of 
culture on knowledge and the way we look at the world. His work always struck me as 
powerfully relevant to my interests (perhaps because one of his teachers, Carl Mayer, 
was also one of mine and helped shape my own understanding of sociology).  If where I 
have come from shaped me, I assume it no less likely that where my teachers came from 
shaped them.  While it would be a mistake to reduce the large themes that Berger 
explored to projections of his biography, I would like to focus on certain events in his life 
and in particular the formative years of his adolescence, which I believe can be 
understood as structuring and constructing some of the interests that drove him to these 
subjects.  That is my purpose in this brief paper. 
In their now famous exploration of how we know what we know, what Alfred 
Schutz called the “world taken-for-granted,” Berger and Thomas Luckmann wrote, “an 
adequate understanding of reality…requires an inquiry into the manner in which this 
reality is constructed.”1  By that they meant how do subjective meanings and 
experiences appear to be objective?  This exercise they defined as the task of the 
sociology of knowledge.  In this talk, I’d like to apply this approach to understanding 
how Berger’s own subjective experiences shaped at least some of his ideas and his way of 
looking at the world and religion. In a sense I am arguing that “in telling the story of 
how you became who you are, and of who you're on your way to becoming, the story 
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itself becomes a part of who you are.”2   I argue that his life story, as he presents it, does 
more than say what happened to him, it suggests what he thinks was important and 
what it meant for the person he became. I am suggesting that a biography plays a part in 
the formation of ideas or at the very least in ideas about how the world works, and an 
autobiography – particularly by one whose métier was the sociology of knowledge – 
hints at what the author thinks was key in that process.   
As a source for my thesis, I draw primarily on two Berger autobiographies, both 
produced relatively late in his life.  One, Im Morgenlicht der Erinnerung [In the Dawn 
of Memory], was written and published only in German and the other, Adventures of an 
Accidental Sociologist, prepared for English-speaking readers. His German language 
autobiography, originally written while he was immobilized with a foot injury with no 
intention of publication, came out in 2008, three years before his English Adventures of 
an Accidental Sociologist. Berger had been reluctant to publish the German 
autobiography because “he feared that Jewish friends might feel snubbed” because of 
what they would understand as a choice “against a Jewish identity on his part.”3  The 
fact that religion was in the modern world “a choice” rather than a matter of ascription 
or fate was something that would be an important principle in his sociological analysis 
of how modernity affected faith.   
The two versions of his life story are quite different but they help us discover 
something of an answer to my question of how Berger constructed his sense of identity.  
In particular, I believe they help us to understand something about the place of religion 
in Berger’s view of the world.  If his German book talks about his adolescence and 
personal history, in his English book, he traces this connection to his profession and 
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somewhat to his governing ideas upon his own arrival in America and to the training he 
received at the Graduate Faculty of the New School.   
Known for his work on the sociology of knowledge, the examination of how 
“society influences thought,” I’d like to suggest an examination of how other and earlier 
elements of his biography influenced thought.  This of course is not a new idea. It had 
been developed by the Freudians, and certainly none more elegantly than another 
Jewish German-speaking émigré, Erik Erikson (born as Erik Salomonsen) who remade 
himself, in his notion of how the environment plays a major role in self-awareness, 
adjustment, human development, and identity.  Erikson’s various biographies carried 
this idea through and allowed his readers to see where biography, social integration (or 
lack of it), and development intersected to make us who we are.  I want to apply this 
approach, along with Berger’s concept of the sociology of knowledge to sketch a possible 
understanding of his ideas and work that emerge as a product of his life experiences.  
The idea here is that people’s lives help frame and explain their own thinking and 
way of they see the world. Or as Berger himself put it, “values first learned in childhood 
exercise a lifelong influence.”4 Who one is, where and how one has lived and those with 
whom one has interacted create not only one’s personality and identity but also 
epigenetically fashion a blueprint of one’s way of perceiving reality and shaping ideas.  
The intersection of the social and biographical facts of one’s life create the person and 
his ideas.  To borrow from Berger and Luckmann’s seminal book:  the intersection of 
social and biographical facts creates both the objective and subjective structures of 
meaning.  All this is far more likely to happen to one who lives in many places and 
recreates himself, as Berger did. And when one inhabits plural life worlds, as Berger who 
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continually crossed various national, cultural and religious boundaries did, one 
inevitably or shares in multiple “plausibility structures:” beliefs that become plausible 
because they are supported by the various people around one. What Berger described as 
a “sociology of consciousness” is really a reflection of his complex life trajectory.  So too 
is his explanation of how biography can intersect with sociology.5 This is a three-step 
process:  Externalization, “by which human beings jointly ‘think up’ a social world; 
objectivation, in which this social world attains a Durkheimian ‘hard’ reality over the 
individuals interacting within it and finally internalization by which this objective 
outside world is retrojected into the consciousness of individuals by biography.  
Everything that one experiences thus has a correlate in consciousness.  This is of course 
the condition of modernization, and the interpreter of modernization was not immune 
to it.  Berger’s life, as seen through his autobiography, is “a case study of the situation of 
modern man.”6 
 
I want to focus on two ideas in particular that emerged out of all his boundary-
crossing.  The first of these is what Berger referred to as “the possibilities of religion and 
faith in an age of pluralism.”   The second is the related issue of how the modern world 
has made it possible to question the taken-for-granted and create new realities – what 
Berger liked to call “facticities.”7  Or, as he put it, “the objective facticity of the world 
becomes a subjective facticity as well” meaning that we internalize the demands of the 
outside world, but we can also externalize our subjective sense of the world and make it 
have an objective impact on the world.  This is what Durkheim meant when he said 
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“social facts are things;” Berger and his teacher Schutz added to that by showing how we 
can add our own realities to those social facts – facticities. 
The possibilities of religion and faith, as Berger articulated them memorably, are 
that in the modern pluralist environment, where everyone rubs shoulders with people 
who do not necessarily share the same world view and notion of what is true, right, or 
real, matters that were once understood as a matter of fact, fate, or destiny – something 
one was born into – become matters of choice and personal decision.  Thus, we do not 
have to live where we are born; we do not have to hold the beliefs of our forebears as our 
own; we do not have to do things as they were always done.  Instead, we can personally 
choose from out of the many places we have lived to call our own, out of the many things 
we have done what we will do, out of the many beliefs to which we have been exposed 
what we believe, and ultimately even who we are.  Matters that were once ascribed to us 
and held in the frozen hand of tradition are no longer so restricted and determined.8   
During his own life, Berger experienced this reality in a most poignant way.  In 
his German-language autobiography Im Morgenlicht der Erinnerung, he shares some of 
those choices he made, repeating the Jewish-Austrian novelist Friedrich Torberg’s 
conclusion that one is most at home where one’s childhood has been spent.  That is to 
say, certain places make a great impression on the developing self.  Like Berger and his 
parents, Torberg (whose original name was Kantor), fled from his home in Vienna in 
response to the Anschluss when in March of 1938 Austria was annexed by the Nazis, and 
Jews found themselves in mortal danger.  In spite of his wanderings, Torberg always felt 
himself to be a “Wiener.” Berger, Austrian-born and peripatetic, also identified with this 
sentiment.  For much of his itinerant adolescence, while, as we shall see, he too was in 
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“exile” among the Jews in Palestine, he claimed to always feel himself a Viennese, an 
identity that he stubbornly chose to assert at a key point his life, and which would turn 
out to have a defining role in his future.   
From the age of 9 until that decision at 16, the young Peter Berger made many 
such personal choices. That this came during adolescence was crucial for, as he put it: 
the early life experiences can “pave the way for the young person or obstruct it.” Near 
the end of this same book, Berger, ever the sociologist of knowledge and student of how 
people construct their various realities, asks how the experiences of his childhood and 
adolescence influenced and played a part in his theoretical outlook.9  In a sense this 
paper is my effort to answer that question. 
Like Torberg/Kantor, Berger also fled Austria in 1938.  His parents, who were 
both Jews, his mother from Croatia and later Trieste and his father from Vienna, had 
hoped to find refuge from the Nazis in Latin America and believing they might more 
easily do so as Christians, they became Anglicans in advance of their attempts to be 
accepted for immigration.  But in the end, their strategy failed and like other Viennese 
Jews they found a haven instead in Palestine, moving to the Jewish city of Haifa.  While 
they were former Jews in a place where such an identity was not easily held, their 
dominant identity, at least in their only son’s view, was that they were, or at least he, 
was above all Viennese.  
While Peter left at the age of nine when the city of his youth had become infected 
by the virulent anti-Semitism that caused Berger and his parents to flee, when he 
returned in 1951 at the age twenty-six, although the bad memories of his life after the 
Anschluss were very much still with him, his return to familiar streets and sounds of 
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Vienna nevertheless aroused in him what he viewed as welcome feelings of intimacy and 
attachment to a Vienna of an earlier century that largely existed in his imagination, a 
Vienna in which he once felt rooted. Indeed, so successful was Berger in choosing his 
identity and shaping it that the Viennese acclaimed him as "a personality of 
international standing."10 Berger did find "all forms of group subsumption suspect," and 
consistently throughout his life made his identity a matter of exacting choice, making 
sure "that he not be pigeonholed in a collective category," as Michaela Pfadenhauer has 
put it.11  How did this come about? 
 
Carl Hermann Berger, Peter’s paternal grandfather came to Vienna from a 
Slovakian village at the foot of the Tatra mountain range where his father had been a 
Jewish liquor store merchant.  Carl was a tailor, catering to the well-to-do and 
fashionable. Georg, Carl’s only son who he imagined one day taking over his business, 
was Peter’s father.  Sent later to London to refine his tailoring skills, George became a 
cosmopolitan and an anglophile (part of the reason he chose Anglicanism as his gateway 
to Christianity). But Carl’s wife died and he remarried a younger woman to whom he 
would leave the business (which ultimately was bought out by Benetton), leaving Peter’s 
father, Georg, to fend for himself, an eventuality that estranged him from his family, 
perhaps making it less problematic for him later to separate from Jewish his origins.  In 
Peter’s telling his father and mother were only “superficially Jewish” and it was not 
considered an important part of their identity.12   
His Jewish maternal grandfather, Ludwig Low, originally from an assimilated 
Austrian family and married to Hermine, was a doctor at a health spa on the Istrian 
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peninsula in Croatia, where Georg and the woman who would become Peter’s mother 
met at the swimming pool. Ludwig later became a doctor on cruise ships that plied the 
waters between Trieste (where, just over the border from Istria, he and his wife settled) 
and the Middle East.  Georg and Jelka Low married in 1923 and in 1929 their only child 
Peter was born.  Though exceptionally close to his parents, and especially his father, in 
his autobiography, Berger called himself a “world citizen.”13  Thus while he may have 
had an attachment to a Viennese identity, he plainly saw cosmopolitanism as essential 
to his sense of self.  Introjecting and then externalizing this feeling is what it made it 
possible for him to claim “world citizenship.”  
Part of this feeling he suggested in his German autobiography emerged from his 
back and forth travel between his father’s Vienna and his mother’s Trieste, accompanied 
by the transition between German and Italian.  Summers were in Italy.  If Austria was 
home; Italy was the “other.”  
Then of course came his years in Palestine and later America, from which he 
traveled throughout the world. To be sure, in spite of his world citizenship, he also 
retained an anxiety from his childhood: “to be suddenly abandoned, alone and helpless 
in a foreign place.”14  The flip side of cosmopolitanism is an anxiety about rootlessness. 
These feelings were exacerbated following the rise of the Nazis and the 
helplessness it engendered. Following the Anschluss, the Bergers, because of their 
Jewish background, fled first to Italy. After all it seemed their second home.  Peter’s 
maternal grandfather, Ludwig, from whom he took his middle name, is buried in a 
Jewish cemetery in Trieste.  His Italian Uncle Wilhelm, his mother’s brother, like 
Trieste, which also changed its identity having once been part of the German-speaking 
9 | P a g e  
 
Hapsburg Empire before becoming part of Italy, changed his name to Vico and became 
an enthusiastic member of Mussolini’s fascist party.  But this enthusiasm and effort at 
assimilation had not been able to save him or the Bergers from the expressions of anti-
Semitism that were becoming law even in fascist Trieste.   
That the Bergers decided to abandon their homes and the religion of their birth 
came about, as earlier noted, because they had heard rumors during the summer of 1938 
that this would lead to their salvation and survival.   They heard of a chaplain in the 
British embassy who would happily convert any and all comers.  Along with some thirty 
others, including Georg Berger’s sister and her husband, they soon found themselves in 
the chapel of the embassy about to be converted into the Church of England. His father’s 
theological interests, as Peter understood them, “were zero” but as an anglophile being 
Church of England suited him.15 As they were kneeling, Peter’s uncle leaned over to him 
and said with a “cynical grin, ‘now you are so baptized.’”  To this Peter added in his 
autobiography, “I remember how embarrassed and somehow humiliated I felt.”16  
Nevertheless, Peter kept his baptismal certificate with him throughout his life. 
While he understood this conversion had come about in “an atmosphere of fear” and 
was not very deeply felt at the time, he would in time try to change that, to change what 
had seemed to be imposed upon him in humiliation to something he took on with 
personal conviction.17     
Hoping to get to Argentina, with their new Anglican religion, the Bergers were 
ultimately disappointed. Desperate to get out, they found a British consular official who 
offered them a visa either to Kenya or Palestine.  Leaving hurriedly, with little money 
and few possessions, they boarded a seaplane flight for Haifa, with stops in Brindisi, 
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Athens and Rhodes.  Their Christian conversion notwithstanding, the Bergers were soon 
living in the Jewish settlement in Mandatory Palestine, where his mother believed they 
would feel more comfortable.  
Aware of this irony, Berger, writing many years later in his German 
autobiography, declared that he would not have chosen to be born the son of Jewish 
parents, with all the consequences that would have for him after the Anschluss.  Nor 
would he have chosen to land in Palestine and to be “stuck” there during the formative 
years of his life. Indeed, when at age 16 he had to be issued an identity card in 
mandatory Palestine where he and his parents had found asylum, he persuaded the local 
official to write under the entry “race” on the card: “Austrian.”18  It was an absurd 
choice, for there is no such “race,” but Berger made it so by choice.  It was an act of pure 
will for a young man whose identity as a “world citizen” was far more complex.   
In spite of the fact that he ended up in Palestine precisely because he and his 
family were considered Jews, and his relatives and forbears were Jews as well, albeit not 
terribly engaged by that identity, Berger himself refused to do so.    Neither “self-hatred” 
nor anti-Zionism played a role in his choice to define himself as a non-Jew.  Nor did he 
ever deny his “Jewish heritage” or go out of his way to point it out, except during the 
1950s when he travelled through Germany and Austria when he claimed to feel “morally 
committed” to point it out. Indeed, he entitles his chapter on his life in Palestine: 
“Outsider.” 
At the start, the Berger family thought their stay in the Jewish settlement in 
Palestine would be brief and that they would soon be enroute to “more coveted 
destinations in South or North America.”19  But the “brief stopover” lasted eight years, 
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when Peter was between 9 and 17 years of age, formative years which in his 
autobiography he characterized as “extremely important for my life.”20  I think they 
were important in his thinking about modernity and its impact on religion as well. 
While in Palestine, as Berger explains, his family, whose financial situation was 
precarious, did not “wear their Christianity” openly but “behaved like all other Jewish 
refugee families and were also considered as such.”21 Peter learned Hebrew. His first 
teacher insisted on calling him “Yaakov,” a name Peter never accepted as his own.  The 
other students made fun of the newcomers, a not unusual circumstance at the time.  
Choosing to remain Christians while living in Palestine, in spite of their having 
had found refuge there because of their Jewish origins, was of course the embodiment of 
the principle that Peter Berger would later expand upon in many iterations in making 
his argument that in the modern world religion moves from “fate to choice” because the 
“taken-for-granted manner in which premodern institutions ordered human life [has 
become] eroded.” 22 As the maturing Peter allowed his “religion become increasingly a 
matter of [his] free subjective choice” even in a place where it might have been 
considered as something not subject to change, it obviously left a residue in his 
intellectual life and experience that would emerge later in his sociological thinking.23   
While his parents had converted to Anglicanism because of his father’s affection 
for British culture and a mistaken belief that it would enable them to get a visa to Latin 
America, the young Peter Berger ignored his humiliating Anglican conversion and 
instead became a Lutheran in a kind of supreme expression of personal choice and 
conviction that grew out of his reading of some books he came across as a young man. 
This was an outcome of an unexpected contact his parents had with Protestant 
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missionaries in Palestine, the first of which was a former German Jew named Plotke 
who was in the Salvation Army and a society committed specifically to the conversion of 
Jews.  Plotke tried to find Peter’s father a job in Palestine, succeeding in making a 
connection for him that led to a position as a branch manager of Spinney’s, a British 
market and importer.  Ironically, their Christian status as Anglicans helped the Bergers 
make it in Palestine.  
As Berger explains his father was never really a believer, either when he was a 
Jew or when he became a Christian.  If he pleaded for help from a God it was a 
Jewish/Christian one, but generally his conversion was a matter of moving from one 
social circle to another – and ironically it happened within the confines of the Jewish 
settlement in Palestine.  It was altogether a matter of choice, made on the bed of 
circumstance and serendipity. Berger’s mother, in contrast, developed “an intense and 
open piety” that she held onto her entire life.24  Her son, likewise, became increasingly 
engaged by his new faith. 
In time the missionaries took a teenaged Peter to the Swiss school on Mount 
Carmel, where during his second year he became Fritz Neumann's pupil and found the 
abandoned library of the first pastor, Father Berg of the German Colony in Haifa.25 
Neumann, a Viennese émigré and a student of Heidegger, who along with his wife 
Editha (Spitzer) were like the Bergers Jewish converts to Protestantism. They arrived as 
missionaries in Haifa where they became friends of Berger’s parents with whom they 
shared so much.  
Berger called the school on mount Carmel “idiosyncratic” but also his “most 
important Christian experience.”26 Out of this his own far more intense interest in 
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religion grew. The school catered to German-speaking Jews, so while Berger was having 
his “most important Christian experience” he was effectively having it with other 
‘German-speaking Jews’ like himself, and being introduced to it by former Jews.  There 
were four or five pupils in all and the lead missionary was a Mr. Lowenstein, yet another 
6o-year-old converted German Jew, as were most of the teachers.  
Mr. Lippmann, another teacher who had an uncanny resemblance to Rasputin in 
Berger’s memory (and whom he described as a “real scourge of God”), announced that 
Hitler was the anti-Christ and his appearance heralded the coming of the “last days,” 
whose final battle would take place, he assured his students, in the valley they could see 
from their window, a message that filled young Peter with anxiety and fear. 27 Later he 
told him his soul had made a pact with the devil.  That apocalyptic view was offset by 
Mr. Lowenstein’s far more benign view that “that God is a god and that he had come in 
the form of Jesus to redeem the world, and one only has to believe it firmly,” a view that 
both these converted Jews found easier to take.  When the bombardments of World War 
II made the school site unsafe, Lowenstein invited Berger to stay with his Jewish 
nephew in Pardes Channah, 50 kilometers south of Haifa.  For a while Berger boarded at 
the school on Mount Carmel, but later he commuted from his home in the Bat Galim 
neighborhood of Haifa.   
Berger’s personal spiritual ‘conversion’ such as it was seemed to occur at the 
school, emerging out of the routines of living in a “fixed universe of believers” in which 
he was accepted with “open arms” and guided by “fixed behaviors and rules.”28 The 
language spoken was German, the Bible translated by Martin Luther, and the hymns all 
Lutheran. yet it was not a Lutheran school, and most of his teachers were former Jews 
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with similar backgrounds to his. Gradually, however, Peter’s religion took on his own 
“Lutheran coloring,”29  As Peter himself admitted, this was a Lutheranism he himself 
invented and shaped through reading.  It came about “without actual contact with a 
single Lutheran, I made up Lutheranism of my own.”30  But once he embraced it 
personally, he held fast to it. Thus, when entering the United States, he identified 
himself Lutheran.  It was a perfect example of externalization, objectivation, and 
retrojection. 
 Moving throughout the Jewish settlement in Palestine, shifting seamlessly 
between Jews, ex-Jews, and Arab Christians, the young Peter must have had a sense of 
how easy it was to separate a religious identity from his ethnic origins. It was an 
experience he would repeat in the United States, the place he ultimately considered his 
"promised land." 
The Christianity he was first exposed to in Palestine by his teacher Lowenstein 
was “kind,” with God’s “loving presence always near,” and he nurtured it while being 
part of a small face-to-face open community that made the young Peter feel very much 
at home.31 In one memorable experience, Peter recalled being taken by ambulance for 
an emergency appendectomy.  As he was lifted into the ambulance, he began to hum a 
Christian hymn to comfort himself, and upon his discharge from the hospital back to the 
school, he sensed his faith had grown stronger and more deeply rooted.  A subsequent 
Easter pilgrimage to Jerusalem cemented these Christian feelings.  This was of course 
quite ironic since for Jews, since Biblical times, a pilgrimage to Jerusalem was the 
climax of a Jewish religious experience. 
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 But it was the Neumanns whose faith most impressed Peter: “I was captivated by 
their lived Christianity,” he wrote in his autobiography.32  Often he discussed with Fritz 
his doubts about Christianity, the apparent conflict between religion and rational 
thinking, as well as good and evil.33 These of course were not unusual issues for an 
intelligent teenager to confront, especially given the cultural and historical environment 
in which he lived, and given his insatiable reading.  Other than Neumann, Peter had no 
one with whom to discuss such matters; his adolescent friends were not interested in 
them and his other teachers did not really pursue the subjects with him.  But Mr. 
Neumann took Peter seriously in a way that no one else had ever done and gave him 
books to read, becoming during Berger’s last two years in Palestine not just a tutor in 
Christian thought but also a mentor exposing him to the ideas of Augustine, Luther, 
Kierkegaard and Barth among others.34 
The Neumanns had no children.  Former Austrian Jews turned missionaries, with 
a highly developed intellectual life who had made religion and turning Jews in particular 
into Christians their life’s vocation, whose “enthusiasm was contagious” as Peter put it, 
they were helping him make religious choices.35  Later, ironically, Neumann and his wife 
ended up in Brooklyn (not that far from where Berger lived) and where Fritz became 
pastor of a small, majority Black Congregational Church (later: United Church of 
Christ), and even later a visiting Professor theology at Hartford Seminary where Peter 
would briefly teach as well.  But as Fritz became more liberal than Peter, their contact 
with him waned. 
At a certain point, the small missionary school that Peter attended could no 
longer provide their few students with the higher education they needed.  Lowenstein 
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looked for an alternative and took the students to Haifa’s elite Reali School.  Established 
in 1913 as an aftermath of the “language war” (a dispute over which language should be 
used in teaching in the Jewish settlement: German or Hebrew – there had been a 
decision to teach hard sciences in German but this went against Zionist ideals) and in 
response to a demand to establish a wholly Hebrew “Realschule”, the Hebrew Reali 
School developed along with the Jewish settlement and the state, all the while serving as 
a pioneer and beacon in the field of Israeli education.   Given the preponderance of 
German Jews there, Lowenstein assumed his few pupils would be able to integrate 
easily.  All went well until Lowenstein informed the director, Dr. Artur Biram, that the 
children he wanted to transfer school were Hebrew Christians.  That, Biram replied, 
would be a problem; he feared these children’s presence would harm the school’s 
integration – to say nothing of its Zionist ideals.  Lowenstein’s argument that they were 
refugees from the Nazis (who, he did not add, had considered them Jews and would 
have persecuted them as such) fell on deaf ears.   
Instead, Peter and the other students, were enrolled in the Anglican St. Luke’s 
School for boys, founded in 1937 on the Carmel in Haifa.36  Effectively an institution 
modelled on English public (i.e. private) school, and an extension of a similar school 
these missionaries had established in Jerusalem, the school provided a rare place where 
Arab and Jewish children studied together, with little evangelization but a great deal of  
study of the Bible in the land of Bible.  Muslims were exempt of this but studied Arabic; 
Jews were taught Hebrew and Bible and all general studies were in English.  Berger and 
a few others of the converts who did not fit either of those two categories learned Latin. 
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As the Berger’s neighbors in Haifa learned about their Christianity, many of the 
Jews among them “wanted nothing more to do with them.”37  Indeed this rejection likely 
helped confirm Berger’s identity as a Christian.  Young Peter thus could see himself as a 
double outsider: a German speaker in the Zionist settlement where Hebrew was not just 
the lingua franca but an ideological statement, and also a Christian among Jews –albeit 
having come to Palestine in the flood of Jewish refugees from Nazism.38  Because the 
Bergers did not share in the Zionist idea that so animated many of their neighbors, they 
learned and spoke little or no Hebrew among their friends and associates, they 
effectively remained outsiders while others around were going through an acculturation 
to Palestinian Jewish life.39  Because they were open about their religious identity 
choices, they not only did not pose as Jews, they made the matter of choice something of 
their calling card and that trumped their birth identity, doing so in what might have 
been the hardest place of all for such an outsider status.  
Accordingly, they remained almost marooned in “a small community with 
vaguely defined boundaries,” as Berger put it.40  Those vaguely defined boundaries 
probably helped Peter come up with the aforementioned decision to have his British 
mandatory identity card – issued in 1949 – as identifying his race not as Jew (which his 
parents’ card listed) but as “Austrian.”41 The idea of stretching and creating new 
definitions of such concepts as “race”  or “ethnicity” would of course reappear in 
perhaps Berger’s most popular book, Invitation to Sociology, where he explained that 
the sociologist, “moves in the common world of men, close to what most of them would 
call real. The categories he employs in his analyses are only refinements of the 
categories by which other men live—power, class, status, race, ethnicity. As a result, 
there is a deceptive simplicity and obviousness about some sociological investigations. 
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One reads them, nods at the familiar scene, remarks that one has heard all this before 
and don’t people have better things to do than to waste their time on truisms— until one 
is suddenly brought up against an insight that radically questions everything one had 
previously assumed about this familiar scene. This is the point at which one begins to 
sense the excitement of sociology.” 
 Peter’s choice of “Austrian” as his personal 'racial' identity was, one might argue, 
reflective of this sort of sociological imagination, his intuitive decision to challenge “the 
safety of the rules and the maxims of what Alfred Schutz has called the ‘world taken-for-
granted.’”42  Why not categorize himself in an identity that was not taken for granted as 
a race in order to transcend identities that did not suit him?  The modern world allowed 
for this. 
 To be sure, while this story captures some of the pathos of being an outsider, 
Peter was actually happy at St. Luke’s.  With ninety per cent of the school divided evenly 
between Arabs and Jews, it was a successfully integrated school in a place where the 
clash of civilizations was quickly becoming the norm. To be sure, it was far from a 
paradise on earth; even at St. Luke’s Peter was exposed to a Hebrew teacher who 
scolded him as “dirty Christian (Nazarene).”43 Yet here there were multi-ethnic multiple 
modernities -- or as Berger would later put it: "a situation in which different religions 
[were] present to each other in a historically unprecedented manner."44  
Ironically not all of Peter’s friends at the school were religious – one was even 
areligious.  Berger, nevertheless, felt he learned much from these friends, not the least of 
which was one could make choices that once were unthinkable.  Because he was in an 
all-boys school, he missed the company of females. Instead, he had only “longings and 
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fantasies,” as he put it.45 But what he did have from St. Luke's were friendships with 
boys who wore Jews and Arabs, both of whom he came to know well and whose 
perspective on the growing Jewish Arab divide he understood better than those who 
unlike did not manage to bridge the divide.  He was the outsider who in a way could get 
to visit both these insiders to the conflict in their homes.  But by 1948, when the British 
left, the school closed. 
 Berger always claimed his Hebrew was weak and yet also claimed he understood 
Arabic and grew to know its culture, even going so far as to claim he "felt at home" 
whenever he saw a mosque.  Yet he admitted the sound of Hebrew likewise made him 
feel at home because his language skills were good and that he truly knew both 
Palestinian languages, even though German remained his mother tongue (though he’d 
learned French from an Algerian Jew and used it in conversation with some Catholic 
monks at Stella Maris, a monastery he visited often and where they tried to make him a 
Catholic). 
But Berger's relationship to the Jews was, as he put it, "complex," for they had 
always "marginalized" his family and the groups with which they were associated.46  Yet 
in May of 1948 when Israel declared statehood, Peter, at the time a student in Ohio’s 
Lutheran affiliated Wittenberg College, went to a nearby synagogue for the service at 
which Ben Gurion's declaration was read, though he did not join in the singing of 
HaTikvah, the new Israeli national anthem, even though by his own testament he 
claimed to be moved, while his Finnish girlfriend whom he'd brought along felt "very 
frightened."47 
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His choices, however, were not always easy ones to live with.  Concluding his 
chapter about his years as an outsider in Palestine, Berger describes a rather poignant 
experience near his home in the Bat Galim neighborhood of Haifa, which so many years 
later he could still recall: 48 
One evening I accidentally went to a harvest festival near the largest army camp 
in Bat Galim. A group of Jewish youths were there gathered for some feast. They 
had made a big campfire and danced the ‘Hora’ around it. They were singing 
Zionist Hebrew songs full throttle.  I stopped and looked at them a while. I would 
like to have been one of them. 
When Berger reflects on his years in Palestine as an odd outsider, he describes 
himself as a child “who fought against demons” and looked in religion for some sort of 
help in that struggle.49  During “all those years in Palestine,” he “lived on the margins of 
society,” a situation that changed for the better when he finally arrived in America and 
could become "naturalized,” as he at last rejoined the mainstream. As he would explain: 
“I was in America and new adventures came to me. I knew, in this country I could do 
whatever I wanted to do could and be what I always wanted to be. I knew everything was 
possible here.”50 
For all of Berger’s muted and perhaps even unconscious longings to be part of the 
Jewish experience in Palestine, this was where he had his first real Christian 
experiences.  He started going to church, though in a manner of trying out a variety of 
them. He tried the Presbyterians in Haifa’s Scottish Church. Then when he found the 
new pastor a bore, he tried the Anglicans. Here too the pastor was not especially 
impressive but Peter was charmed by the Book of Common Prayer, with which he now 
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became familiar, concluding that if liturgy spoke to you the sermons of a pastor did not 
matter all that much.  But, as already noted, it was a personally crafted Lutheranism 
that fully captured Berger’s imagination, and it came as already noted by the books left 
behind by Pastor Berg, which Peter studied intensively.51  
As he explored his religious choice, Peter was developing a vocational plan: he 
felt “called” by God and looked for ‘signs’ from Heaven that this was a genuine calling.52 
That calling was to be a Lutheran minister, but as a self-taught Lutheran living he knew 
little if anything about the church and denomination. Later Fritz Neumann chastised 
this dependence on signs, telling him that God sends messages only through the 
Scripture and not by superstitious belief in signs. 
In the end, for all of Berger’s spiritual meanderings, he finally became a 
confirmed member of the Lutheran church at age 17 in a small ceremony in a Church in 
Washington Heights, a short time after his arrival in America – the same Washington 
Heights where German Orthodox Jewry was reestablishing itself and a stone’s throw 
from Yeshiva University.53 Neither of his parents joined him in his Lutheranism.  It was 
purely a matter of his choice.  Just as in his identity card in Palestine, he’d chosen to list 
his race as Austrian so too now he had made his religion something other than destiny. 
But his choice to be a minister did not turn out to be the final one.  The American 
pluralist environment in which he found himself acted on him as a “great relativizing 
cauldron,” turning what he once believed was his calling into one call among many – in 
the end turning out not to be the one he answered.54 
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As Berger ends his German autobiography, he reminds us that the people he was 
once part of and among who had lived as an outsider yearned for Aliya, the return of 
Jewish exiles to Zion; Berger, the Jew who chose to be a Lutheran, however, yearned for 
what he called “a counter-aliya” to his promised land, the land of promise: America.55  
Excluded by the immigrant quota system, the Bergers had continued to express a desire 
to immigrate.  Finally in the summer of 1945, the American consulate in Palestine 
informed them the affidavit initiated by his father’s sister who was already in New York 
and sponsoring their immigration was filed and enabled them to come. 
In America, however, the “religious fervor” that so animated the young Peter, he 
soon “happily” lost, as he explains in his American autobiography, replacing it with 
sociology, a discipline which he called “a way of seeing” and that he embraced as part of 
his enthusiasm to learn about his new country.56  He would exchange the “Austrian” for 
“American” in his chosen identity. And it all happened for him because of the education 
he was getting at the New School, a university in which emigres like himself were the 
teachers.  I too had the privilege of studying with some of those same teachers. 
Ironically, even in America and the New School, he managed to transport himself 
back to Haifa, writing a dissertation about the Baha’i, a sect with its headquarters in that 
city.  This choice is remarkable in a number of ways.  The Baha’i, like all other Muslims, 
recognized as Prophets Abraham (Ibrahim), Moses (Musa), David (Daud) as well as 
Jesus and Mohammad.  Of course Baha’u’llah, was their paramount prophet. The latter 
was banished to Bahji, a village near Acre and the Gulf of Haifa in Palestine, away from 
the Shi’a core area where he emerged and aroused controversy.  One can see how the 
Peter Berger the outsider in Haifa, attuned to his willingness to accept a variety of 
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religious and spiritual experiences might sense an affinity for the Baha’i.  Its “non-
Christian theism that seemed to him tolerant and rational” appealed to Peter, however 
briefly. Add to that the fact that Berger became friends with the younger brother of the 
local head of the Baha’i faith (who ironically was later excommunicated from it) and his 
choice of exploring Baha’ism and his continuing “sympathy” for it is not so hard to 
explain.57  Its reappearance as a thesis topic should come as no surprise, though it 
essentially described its routinization in America. 
In his work, Berger coins the term “alternation,” meaning “a shift, not necessarily 
irreversible, from one reality to another,” really also a description of how own identity 
experiences. It perfectly described his own ability to shift his attachments and 
involvements as he moved between Austria, Italy, Palestine and finally New York and 
later other parts of America as well as throughout the world.58  Berger found a way to 
embody choice and cosmopolitanism. It also helped him embrace the idea of Weber’s 
“value free science” for no one could better champion such a science than one who 
believed we do not have to live where we are born; we do not have to hold the beliefs of 
our forebears as our own; we do not have to do things as they were always done.  To that 
he would also add his belief that it was right to maintain some distance from the 
dominant ideas of the place in which he lived for “he who marries the spirit of the age 
soon finds himself a widower.”59  Rather, he was one who inhabited by choice “multiple 
realities,” connected to religion but at times seeing himself as an agnostic, “theologically 
quite liberal but politically moderately conservative,” attached to America yet still very 
much an Austrian even as he became a “globe trekker,” Lutheran but attracted to 
Evangelicalism yet clearly shaped by his Jewish roots and refugee status.60  As he 
concluded, almost as if describing himself: “pluralization forces individuals to live in 
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different social worlds and to play different roles in each of them….”61 Peter Berger knew 
this was true because it had been true for him. 
1 The Social Construction of Reality, introduction. 
2 Julie Beck, “Life’s Stories,” The Atlantic Aug. 10, 2015, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2015/08/life-stories-narrative-psychology-
redemption-mental-health/400796/, accessed January 9, 2018. 
3 Pfadenhauer, xiii. 
4 Berger, Accidental Sociologist, 146. 
5 AS p. 90 
6 Michaela Pfadenhauer, The New Sociology of Knowledge: The Life and Work of Peter 
L. Berger translated from the German by Miriam Geohegan, (New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction 
Publishers, 2013), p. xiv 
7 Berger, The Sacred Canopy 
8 https://www.sunstonemagazine.com/pdf/030-38-43.pdf, accessed November 24, 
2017. 
9 Peter L. Berger, Im Morgenlicht der Erinnerung (In the Morning Light of Memory)  
(Vienna: Molden, 2013) my translation, 197 
10 Michaela Pfadenhauer, The New Sociology of Knowledge: The Life & Work of Peter L. 
Berger (NY Transaction, 2013), xiii  
11 Pfadenhauer, xiii-xiv. 
12 Berger, Im Morgenlicht der Erinnerung (In the Morning Light of Memory) 43 
13 Berger  In Morning Light p. 37. 
14 Berger  In Morning Light, p. 77 
15 Berger  In Morning Light 115 
16 Berger  In Morning Light 114 
17 Berger  In Morning Light 114 
18 Peter L. Berger, Im Morgenlicht der Erinnerung (In the Morning Light of Memory)  
(Vienna: Molden, 2013), p. 193. 
19 Berger  In Morning Light 107 
20 Berger  In Morning Light 107 
21 Berger  In Morning Light 109 
22 Berger, The Heretical Imperative, p. 22.  See also Berger Accidental Sociologist, 139 
23 Berger, The Sacred Canopy, p. 166. 
24 Berger  In Morning Light 121 
25 Berger In Morning Light 186 
26 Berger  In Morning Light 124 
27 Berger  In Morning Light 127-128 
28 Berger  In Morning Light 134 
29 Berger  In Morning Light 134 
30 Berger In Morning Light, 189 
31 Berger  In Morning Light 135 
32 Berger  In Morning Light 138 
33 Berger In Morning Light, 164 
34 Berger In Morning Light, 166 
35 Berger In Morning Light, 167 
36 
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:St._Luke%27s_school_for_boys._Haifa,_israel.jpeg 
37 Berger  In Morning Light 122 
 
25 | P a g e  
 
 
38 Berger In Morning Light, 141 
39 Berger  In Morning Light 142 
40 Berger  In Morning Light 142 
41 Berger In Morning Light 144, 194 
42 Berger, Invitation to Sociology, pp. 22-24. 
43 Berger  In Morning Light 152 
44 Peter Berger, "Pluralism, Protestantization and the Voluntary Principle," in 
Pfadenhauer, 35 
45 Berger  In Morning Light 158 
46 Berger  In Morning Light 160 
47 Berger  In Morning Light 161 
48 Berger  In Morning Light 143 
49 Berger In Morning Light 171 
50 Berger In Morning Light 218 
51 Berger In Morning Light 186-7 
52 Berger In Morning Light 202 
53 Berger In Morning Light 191 
54 Berger, The Heretical Imperative, 9 
55 Berger In Morning Light 201 
56 Berger, Adventures of an Accidental Sociologist, (New York: Prometheus, 2011), 11, 
198. 
57 Berger In Morning Light 185 
58 Berger, Accidental Sociologist, 36. 
59 Berger, Accidental Sociologist, quoting Dean Inge, 75 
60 Berger, Accidental Sociologist, 205, 109 
61 Berger, Accidental Sociologist, 121 
